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THE STOEY OF BALAAM. 

By Eev. R. p. Stbbbins, D. D., 

Newton Centre, Mass. 



The story of Balaam, as told in Numbers, ch. XXII-XXIV., has 
furnished an abundance of merriment to scoffers and bushels of hard 
nuts for commentators of the old school. As common sense was 
allowed but very little place in the interpretation of the Bible but 
very little sense is found in the interpretation of this passage. It is 
not my purpose to give a history of the crude, wild and incredible 
interpretations which have been given of this story by both learned and 
ignorant men in all the centuries. Such a work would be as tasteless 
to me as it would be useless to the reader. Perhaps no passage of 
equal length so fully illustrates the vagaries in which commentators 
indulge, as this one. Had this story been found in any other ancient 
book there would have been po difficulty in understanding it, and no 
folly in interpreting it. Indeed, had it been read in the same spirit 
in which probably it was first committed to writing, or in which it is 
most certainly to be understood, a world of nonsense would have been 
escaped, and admiration would have taken the place of scoffing. 

Let us then look at this marvelous story in the light of com- 
mon sense, which is none other than the light of sound criticism. 

First, then, who was this Balaam .-' He was an eminent sooth- 
sayer, the most eminent apparently in all the eastern country. As it 
was supposed that a soothsayer could both foretell and control events, 
kings were accustomed to consult him, and to seek his advice in times 
of difficulty or when reduced to extremities. Great sums were offered, 
in great emergencies, to induce him to act at all, and much more 
to induce him to favor the interceding party. As in modern times 
enormous fees are paid to eminent lawyers, even to retain them from 
being employed by the other party, so in these ancient times diviners 
or soothsayers were retained by large gifts from aiding the other 



386 The Old Testament Student. 

party, or induced to use their own preternatural power, or persuade 
the gods to use theirs, to dash down their enemies, and secure them- 
selves from defeat or destruction. 

This Balaam was also a thoroughly bad, and a supremely cunning 
man. He is referred to in Josh. XXIV., 9, Neh. xill., 2, Micah VI., 5, 
2 Pet. II, 15, Jude II, Rev. II., 14; and in Num. XXXI., 16, he is said 
to have counseled the Moabites " to commit trespass against the Lord 
in the matter of Peor, and there was a plague among the congregation 
of the Lord." The terribleness of this plague and its punishment are 
described in Num. XXV., 1-9, "Those that died in the plague were 
twenty and four thousand," as a punishment for "committing whore- 
dom with the daughters of Moab," as this wicked soothsayer, Balaam, 
had advised the Moabites to do, as the only thing he could do to favor 
the king, Balak, and his subjects. And Moses was commanded to 
" take all the heads of the people and hang them up before the Lord 
against the sun." 

That Balaam was a wicked man does not admit of question, and 
that he was as shrewd and cunning as he was wicked is equally clear. 
He understood his business and how to make it profitable. 

The circumstances under which Balaam was called to act chal- 
lenged all his cunning and hypocrisy. The advancing Israelites had 
conquered nation after nation. Sihon, king of the powerful Amorites, 
had fallen by the edge of the sword, and his great and populous cities 
had been taken ; and the mighty Og, King of Bashan "was smitten and 
his sons and all his people, until there was none left alive." The fame 
of the invincibleness of this conquering host filled all the nations with 
terror and trembling from hut to palace. Moab and Midian were "sore 
afraid," were panic stricken. It was vain for them to put their trust 
in horses and chariots, in spearmen and bowmen. Only one resource 
seemed left to the terror stricken kings and peoples. The supernal or 
infernal powers, or both, must be invoked, and, if possible, at what- 
ever cost enlisted in their behalf. The most prevailing of the divin- 
ers must be obtained to bring down calamity and ruin on the victor- 
ious host. The great soothsayer, Balaam, the son of Beor, who dwelt 
in the far East, by the river Pethor, must be called to curse the 
invaders. Messengers were sent, " the elders of Moab and Midian, 
with the reward of divination in their hands." The trepidation of 
these kings and their subjects is made evident by the message which 
they were to deliver. Say to Balaam, "Behold there is a people come 
out of Egypt: behold they cover the face of the earth, and they abide 
over against me. Come now, therefore, I pray thee, curse me this 
people, for they are too mighty for me ; peradventure I shall prevail 
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that we may smite them and that I may drive them out of the land : 
for I wot that he whom thou blessest is blessed, and he whom thou 
cursest is cursed." 

In this panic stricken condition the elder-messengers left the 
kings and their subjects, utterly dejected and covered with pallor. A 
man must be a fool who could believe that they would conquer. 
When they came to Balaam, they " spoke unto him the words of 
Balak." Balaam was shrewd enough to take in the whole case in a 
moment. He had heard of this conquering people and the panic 
stricken kings and subjects. He must manage the case as well as he 
could not to forfeit his name as a soothsayer and lose his reward of 
taking the case. Watchful of his fame and greedy of his fees, he must 
profess great difficulty in learning what was in the future, and cover 
himself with mystery to sustain his profession and ability, and hesi- 
tate and decline and reconsider to increase the compensation for his 
power over future events. All this, indeed, marks his shrewdness. 
He asks the embassy to "lodge over the night," and says, "I will 
bring you word again as the Lord shall speak unto me." 

Now for the story which the cunning soothsayer tells the mes- 
senger in the morning, as reported by the writ-er of it, "God came to 
me in the night and said, 'What men are these with thee ?' And I said 
unto God, Balak, the son of Zippor, King of Moab, hath sent unto me 
saying, ' Behold a people is come out of Egypt which covereth the face 

of the earth ; come now, curse them' And God said unto me 

'Thou shalt not go with them; thou shalt not curse this people: for 
they are blessed.'" This is a fine story for Balaam to tell as an excuse 
for not attempting the impossible, and thus losing his credit as an all- 
powerful controller of the destinies of battles and nations ; and also 
for wringing, if possible, from the affrighted king greater reward for 
his services. 

In the morning Balaam tells the events of the night, and says to 
the messengers, " Get you into your land : for the Lord refuseth to 
give me leave to go with you." These princes of Moab return and 
report unto Balak the failure of their mission. Balak cannot accept 
the refusal and sends princes again, not only more in number but more 
honorable than the former ones. And when they come to Balaam 
they deliver their message from the king, "Thus saith Balak, the son 
of Zippor, ' Let nothing, I pray thee, hinder thee from coming to me : 
for I will promote thee unto very great honor, and I will do whatso- 
ever thou sayest unto me : come therefore I pray thee, curse this 
people.' " 

Balaam understands his business. He finds that he has a good 
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customer in his net. He manages most adroitly. " O," says he, " if 
Balak would give me his house full of silver and gold, I cannot go 
beyond the word of the Lord my God to do less or more." But I am 
willing to try again, and see what further interviews with the higher 
powers will reveal respecting my duty in this matter. " Now, there- 
fore, I pray you tarry ye also here this night that I may know what 
the Lord will say unto me more." Night comes, "And God came unto 
Balaam," according to his own story, " and said unto him, ' If the 
men come to call thee rise up, and go with them ; but yet the words 
which I shall say unto thee, that shalt thou do." Cunning enough; 
he has not the slightest intention of cursing Israel. It is as clear as 
day that Balak and his people are doomed, and Balaam will not for- 
feit his reputation as a soothsayer by cursing Israel. But he must so 
manage as to get the princely reward for his services. 

In the morning the cunning Balaam rose up and saddled his ass 
and went with the princes of Moab. Now mark the amazing difficulty 
which overtook him on his journey, indicating the necessity which 
was laid upon him to do only what the Supreme Powers permitted, 
and whose will was only Balaam's own knowledge of what it was pol- 
itic for him to do, for Balaam only knew what transpired in the night, 
and he told just such a story as suited his purpose, which was to retain 
both the rewards of his profession and his reputation as a soothsayer 
and yet not curse Israel, for by cursing only could he command the 
admiration of his people, since as sure as the sun would continue to 
rise so sure was it that the Israelites would subdue Balak. 

Now for the story which he tells respecting what happened to him 
on the way. He says God was angry with him because he started on 
such an expedition, " and the angel of the Lord stood in the way " 
and frightened his ass, for the ass saw the angel flourishing, a drawn 
sword and dared not go forward, and turned out into the field ; and he 
smote the beast to turn him into the way, but the angel headed him 
off again in a narrow way between two walls, and she leaped aside 
and crushed Balaam's foot against the wall, and he smote her again. 
And the angel of the Lord went a little further on and stood in a pas- 
sage so narrow that there was no way for the ass to get past either on 
the right hand or on the left ; and the beast fell down, and Balaam's 
anger was kindled and he smote the ass with a staff. Now the ass 
began to talk and complain of being smitten three times ; and Balaam 
said, " Thou hast mocked me ; if I had a sword I would kill thee." The 
poor ass protests that she has always been a good ass, and never 
before had done any such thing, and Balaam confesses that she has 
been so. At this critical instant in the conversation, Balaam says he 
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saw the angel of the Lord standing in the way with a drawn sword in 
his hand, and he bowed his head and fell flat on his face. He is 
rebuked for his treatment of the ass, and his fortunate escape from 
the edge of the angel's sword by the turning aside of the ass, for his 
mission was not approved by the Higher Powers. Balaam says that 
he confessed that he had sinned, and declared that he would get back 
if his mission was displeasing. The angel tells him to go with the 
men : " but only the word which I shall speak unto thee, that shalt 
thou speak," said the angel. So Balaam went on his journey. 

Now let it be most distinctly borne in mind that all this marvel- 
ous, not to say incredible, affair is Balaam's own story, for there is no 
evidence that the embassy or his two servants heard this colloquy, or 
were with him when he says it took place. Nor is there any evidence 
that they heard Balaam tell this story to Balak about the desperate 
opposition he met with on the way. He knew how to magnify his 
office and make his mission one of the most momentous importance, 
showing that all that he did and said was by the direct permission and 
guidance of the supernal or infernal powers. 

Balak hastens out to meet Balaam when he hears of his approach 
on the borders of his kingdom. " Why did you not come at once, 
when I sent most earnest word for thee .-' Am I not able indeed to 
promote thee to honor .'" Balaam very warily replies that he has no 
power to say anything, " the word that God putteth in my mouth that 
shall I speak," and he knew now just as well what that word would be 
as he did after all the following ceremonious incantations. These, 
as we shall see, were only empty performances to deceive Balak, and 
secure, by apparent endeavors to curse, the promised treasures. 

Let us see how the cunning soothsayer carries on the deception, 
concealing his final purpose, and escaping the sword of the king for his 
weird perfidy. In the eyes of Balaam the farce, in the eyes of Balak 
the solemn incantations, begin. A farce, I say, to Balaam, for there can 
be no reasonable doubt but that he felt assured of the conquest of 
Moab by the advancing hosts of Israel before the messengers of Balak 
arrived to summon him to go and curse the conquerors. The Moab- 
ites were panic stricken. Balak was frightened out of his wits, and 
the terror of the king of Midian only increased the panic which seized 
on all the people. Timidity had taken the place of courage and ter- 
ror of defiance ; and Balaam knew it all, and up to this point all which 
he had done had been done as a mask to cover up his own opinion, 
and secure the reward of divination even though it should be adverse 
to the kings. The king treated Balaam and his attendants and the 
princes with a feast from the choicest of his flocks and herds. Then, 
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on the morrow, he took the soothsayer to the high places of Baal that 
he might have a good view of the encampment of Israel, which was 
spread out in the plain below. Balaam ordered seven altars to be built 
and seven oxen and seven rams for an offering. " Stand by thy burnt 
offerings," said Balaam to Balak," and I will go : perhaps the Lord will 
come to meet me, and whatsoever he showeth me I will tell thee." And 
he went away alone. Balaam returns in due time, having prepared 
his reply, and tells this story, that God had met him, and he told Him 
that he had prepared seven altars, and that he had sacrificed seven 
bullocks and seven rams, and that the Lord had directed him to speak 
as follows : — * 

" From Aram Balak, King of Moab, biingetli me, 
From the mountains of the East, (saying) 
Come, curse for me Jacob, 
And come, execrate Israel. 
How am I to curse whom God hath not cursed ? 
And how can I execrate whom God hath not execrated ? 
For from the top of the rocks I see him. 
And from the hills I perceive him. 
Behold a people which dwell alone. 
And is not reckoned among the nations. 
Who has reckoned the host of Jacob ? 
And who has counted the fourth part of Israel ? 
Let my soul die the death of the upright, 
And let my end be like his." 

No wonder that Balak was not only terribly disappointed, but 
deeply indignant at this response, and exclaimed, " What hast thou 
done unto me ? I took thee to curse, and thou hast blessed them 
wholly." Balaam understands his business perfectly. He meekly 
asks, " Must I not be careful to speak what Jehovah hath put into my 
mouth ? " I must be true to the higher power or he will not reveal 
your destiny to me. 

Balak is now reminded of what he thinks was a mistake in the 
position of Balaam when he first saw the people. He could see the 
whole camp, the tens of hundreds of thousands of the hosts of Israel, 
and would naturally be impressed with their invincibleness. The king, 
therefore, chose a new position where Balaam can see but " the 
utmost part," only the outskirts of the camp; and says to him, "Thou 
shalt see but the utmost part of them, and thou shalt not see all of 
them; and curse me them from this spot." So Balaam had seven 



* I am Indebted to the kindness of Prof. Brown of Newton Theological Institution for the 
following translations. 
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altars built there, to make the gods propitious, if possible, and made 
the same offerings as before, now on the top of Pisgah. 

Again he says to Balak, "Stand by the burnt-offering while I 
meet Jehovah yonder." Thus throwing over himself the mystery of 
privacy and secrecy while he consulted with the higher powers. 
When he returns to Balak he tells the expectant, anxious king that 
Jehovah met and told him what to say in the presence of the king and 
the princes of Moab. The message is as follows : — 

" Come Balak and hear : 
Hearken to me, son of Zippor. 
Not a man is God that he should lie, 
Nor a son of man that he should repent. 
Has he said, and will he not do ? 
And has he spoken, and will he not establish it ? 
Behold blessings have I received. 
And if he blesses I cannot reverse it. 
He has not beholden iniquity in Jacob, 
And has not seen wrong in Israel. 
Jehovah, his God, is with him. 
And king's worth is in him ? 
God brought them from Egypt ; 
As the swiftness of the wild ox is his ; 
So that there is no enchantment in Jacob, 
Nor divination in Israel. 
When it is time it will be told to Jacob, 
And to Israel what God does. 
Behold the people arise like a lioness. 
And lifts itself up like a lion ! 
He does not lie down till he devour the prey 
And drinks of the blood of the slain." 

Cunningly said. This people, which you would have me curse, 
have done no wrong. Jehovah has seen no iniquity in them. How 
can I curse them .-' I can speak only what God directs me to speak. 
However much I may regret it, so it is. I must obey the higher 
powers. If I am commanded to bless, I must bless. No enchantment 
can prevail against this people, saith my God. 

But Balak is roused or crushed, and cries, "Neither curse them at 
all nor bless them at all. Say nothing I pray you if you cannot curse 
them." Be silent or curse. With the humility of Uriah Heep, Balaam 
excuses his course by reminding Balak that he is nothing, but God is 
everything, and that he had told him from the first, " all that Jehovah 
speaketh that I must do." 

In despair, almost, Balak beseeches Balaam to try another place 
for his incantations ; " peradventure it will please God that thou 
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mayest curse me them from thence." And he took Balaam to the top 
of Peor. And there he built seven altars, and offered the same sacri- 
fices as before. Balaam sees that this farce may be kept up indefi- 
nitely unless he brings it to an end by some very decided action. He, 
therefore, does not go away as before to consult with the higher 
powers, whose agent he claimed to be. As he looks upon the vast 
camp of Israel extending as far as the eye can reach, he assumes 
the posture and acts the part of one possessed with a spirit, and in 
loftiest strains of improvised poetry he exclaims — 

" The oracle of Balaam, the son of Beor 
And the oracle of the man with closed eyes, 
The oracle of the one blessing the words of God, 
Who sees the vision of the Almighty, 
Falling [prostrating] and opened in eyes. 
How beautiful are thy tents, Jacob ! 
Thy dwellings, Israel ! 
As valleys bare, they stretched out. 
As gardens upon a river. 
As aloes which Jehovah has planted. 
As cedars upon the waters. 
Water flows from his buckets. 
And his seed is in many waters. 
And let his king be higher than Agag, 
And his kingdom exalts itself. 
God brought him forth out of Egypt ; 
As the swiftness of the wild ox is his. 
He devours nations, his oppressors. 
And craunches their bones. 
And crushes them with his arrows. 
He bowed himself, he lay down 
As a lion and a lioness. 
Who can disturb him ? 
Blessed be those blessing thee. 
And cursed, those cursing thee ! " 

Balak can endure no longer this blessing of his foes by the man 
he had so lavishly rewarded to curse them. His wrath is kindled. 
He is maddened by this crushing disappointment. He smites his 
hands together in desperation. He reproaches Balaam for his bad 
faith, for blessing three times instead of cursing at all. He com- 
mands him to flee into his own country, and tells him that he has 
forfeited the promised honors. Balaam is as cool as December, as 
calm as a June morning, and tells Balak that from the very first he 
had said that he had no power over what he should say. " If Balak 
should give me his house full of gold and silver I cannot go beyond 
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the commandment of Jehovah to do either good or bad," that is what 
I said. Why are you so enraged at me therefore .' But since you 
order me to leave your presence I will say a word more concerning 
this victorious people, and speak it more plainly. Listen to what I 
say. Now, with all the fervor of the greatest soothsayers he proclaims 
the conquests of the hosts of Israel : — 

" The oracle of Balaam the son of Beor, 
And the oracle of the man with closed eyes. 
The oracle of one hearing the word of God, 
And knowing the knowledge of the Most High, 
Who sees the vision of the Almighty, 
Palling and opened in eyes : — 
I see him, but not now ; 
I behold hiid, but not near. 
Has come forth a star from Jacob, 
And a sceptre will arise from Israel, 
And will crush the two sides of Moab, 
And the crown of the son of tumult ; 
And his enemies will be a possession 
And Seir a possession ; 
And Israel is about to do valiantly. 
And let Jacob rule them. 
And destroy the survivors from their cities." 

Balaam is then described as turning his attention to Amaiek : 

" A first of nations is Amaiek, 
But his latter end is destruction." 

He now speaks of the Kenites : — 

" Perpetual is thy dwelling. 
And is laid upon a rock. 
But Cain is to be consumed 
Until Assur carry thee away captive." 

And again he said : — 

" Alas ! who lives after God has established him ! 
But ships come from the coast of Cyprus 
* And afflict Assur and afflict Eber, 

And also he is for destruction." 

" Balaam rose up and went and returned to his place, and Balak 
also went his way." 

But he did not go away till he had advised the Moabites to tempt 
the Israelites to idolatry and licentiousness, which brought on a terri- 
ble plague, more destructive than battle. Nor did the deceiver go 
directly home, but went to the King of Midian, who had joined 
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with Balak in sending for him. What he did here we know not, for 
the story of his incantations is not told. He undoubtedly hoped to 
add to the gifts promised and already received. But venturing too 
near the contending armies or falling a prisoner, " Balaam was slain 
with the sword " (Num. XXXI., 8). 

Such is the history of this cunning, accomplished soothsayer. He 
does nothing and says nothing which we should not expect from such 
a professional. His predictions simply relate to the certain conquest 
of the nations, living near, by this triumphant host of Israel. Noth- 
ing can stand before them. They will have leaders who will win vic- 
tory after victory. These panic stricken nations will be subdued, and 
distant Assur, and more distapt Cyprus will be subdued also if they 
interfere with this triumphant people. The "star" of their power will 
be in the ascendant, the " sceptre" of their leader will rule the nations. 

Some interpreters think it necessary to find in history an exact 
fulfillment of the predictions of this cunning and renowned sooth- 
sayer because they think he was thwarted in his purpose by Jehovah, 
and made to predict what Jehovah compelled him to predict, contrary 
to his own purposes. But there is not a shadow of proof that this 
cunning soothsayer ever had a thought from the very first of cursing 
Israel. Every observing man knew that these panic stricken nations 
were doomed to fall before these triumphant hosts. Whatever 
else Balaam may have been, he was no fool. He told his own story 
as he pleased ; he had no witnesses. He made out the best cas? he 
could to excuse his blessing instfead of cursing. That he improved 
the soothsayer's privilege of unlimited lying when he told the absurd 
story of talking with his ass, and seeing an angel, and communing with 
the higher powers in the night, and when he went away alone from 
the altars, is no doubt true. 

How the Israelites heard of this visit of Balaam we do not know, 
nor do we know how correctly the story was reported. We take it as 
it is. 

When the Israelites heard of it, they were overjoyed. The hand 
of Jehovah was in it. He guides, he teaches, he corrects, he thwarts 
Balaam's purpose of cursing. In a word, the Hebrew historian relates 
this transaction in the language of piety, of religion ; and attributes 
everything done to the direct agency of Jehovah. The Most High had 
interfered in behalf of his people. It did not occur probably to the 
devout historian, that Jehovah also as probably suggested to Balaam 
the advice to worship the most licentious idols and indulge in the most 
abominable rites, for which his chosen people suffered a malignant 
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plague from the hand of Jehovah, which swept away "twenty-four 
thousand people ! " 

The story, as told to Israel, must have inspired them with new 
courage, and insured new and more decisive victories. Jehovah had 
compelled the most renowned soothsayer to bless them ! 

There is nothing supernatural in the addresses of Balaam. Moab 
was conquered before the battle. This leader of Israel would trample 
on the nations. To find any prophecy of Christ in this base sooth- 
sayer's improvisations is to degrade prophecy and contradict facts, for 
the "star" which is to arise out of Jacob is to be a conquering war- 
rior, and was to smite this very Moab and the neighboring nations 
then, not more than tens of centuries afterward. 

The above view of the account makes it both intelligible and reas- 
onable, and satisfies both the critical and moral judgment. To maintain 
the literal truth and divine inspiration of this monstrous story of this 
unprincipled soothsayer is a flagrant breach of all just rules of inter- 
pretation, an insult to common sense, and furnishes most luscious pab- 
ulum for the whole tribe of Ingersolls. We should not believe a word 
of the story from the lips of any other fortune-teller, much less should 
we believe that God had revealed to such a fellow his purposes, even 
by the mouth of an ass, an instrument fit enough indeed for commun- 
icating with such a trafficer in credulity, but hardly suitable for a divine 
messenger. 

Balaam was no messenger from Jehovah. His improvisations 
were no inspired predictions. We know not, indeed, that we have an 
accurate report of what transpired, or of what Balaam said. We 
know he was a cunning, base soothsayer, and to introduce his utter- 
ances among the prophecies of the Messiah, is to degrade the mission 
of subsequent prophets, and bring reproach upon the truth and cause 
of Christ. 



